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Abstract 
The desire for spiritual fulfilment through art is inherently human, as is the drive to congregate and share experiences - as 
Heidegger so succinctly put it, Miteinandersein. Throughout history, public space was called upon to be the scene of the meeting 
between art and people. In the public sphere, this relationship is a three variable equation (art, the public, and the built context in 
which individuals coalesce into the public) which, due to recent societal changes, is beginning to splinter into countless facets. 
The paper investigates three of these facets (architecture as built setting for the showcasing of art, as object of art, and as 
environment to be reclaimed by art) in the context of emergent spatial practices and supported by successful examples (Foster’s 
redevelopment of Trafalgar Square, Gehry’s Bilbao, Greyworld’s experiments), with a view to construct an analytic grid for the 
art/architecture/public-space relationship in Central-Eastern European cities.  
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1. Introduction 
The desire for spiritual fulfilment through art is inherently human. So is the drive to congregate with other people 
in order to share things both great and small – or, as Heidegger so succinctly put it, Miteinandersein. Throughout 
history, in any of its manifold interpretations, definitions and built forms, public space was called upon to be the 
scene of the meeting between art and people - to facilitate stage or mediate it. In the public sphere, this relationship 
is a three variable equation: art, the public, and the built context in which individuals coalesce into the public – in 
short, architecture. Up until three decades ago, this relationship, by definition liable to transform with the slightest 
input from any of the factors, underwent radical, though always cohesive paradigm shifts.  
Currently, we live under the sign of multiplicity, of constant, unsettling changes in all aspects of society, and the 
art – public – space triangle continues to splinter into a multitude of facets. In an age of acute social unrest and of 
global and local crises, individuals, social relationships and the very nature of the public sphere are becoming 
profoundly altered; as a result, a disconnect is emerging between people (increasingly wary of engaging with their 
peers in open, uncontrolled urban spaces) and a built space progressively deserted by its public. 
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 Art vacillates between what Virilio calls an aesthetics of disappearance (gradual erosion of the body and human 
presence from public space) and being the antidote to that very crisis – utilized to convert sections of 
dysfunctional/forgettable urban space into truly public spaces by educing from people the social responses which 
architecture couldn’t. Architecture features in this relationship in three main hypostases: as a built setting for the 
showcasing of art, as built object of art, and as built environment to be reclaimed and enhanced by art. 
 The relationship is further complicated by the immixture of political and economic agents which enlist art, 
architecture and(a somewhat nebulously defined) public space for urban development operations ranging from the 
rehabilitation of small, suburban neighbourhoods to the vast, spectacular works of city branding. What is more, the 
tripartite entity mentioned above is all too often broken down into the disparate elements of a top-down chain 
reaction which invariably features political/economic decision at the top, and the public at the bottom. Speaking of 
the public, it is quite telling that its role in the process of public space configuration through art and architecture is 
frequently limited to a hasty appraisal of what that public would find meaningful or relevant. During and after 
construction, spaces or works of art are judged according to their intended, official meaning, and the public are 
rarely acknowledged (or credited) in their ongoing social and spatial interactions, even though they forge the latest 
(and truest) meanings associated with any public place.  
Further below, I will examine a few of the issues raised by current aspects of the architecture/art/public-space 
relationship in the context of emergent spatial practices, in order to propose a minimal analytic grid for the 
art/architecture/public-space relationship in Central-Eastern European cities. 
2. Art | Architecture | Public-space – continuous morphosis 
Every significant shift in the understanding and perception of art is accompanied by profound transformations of 
the urban and architectural spaces designed to showcase, house or deploy art for representational purposes. In recent 
history, there were four such shifts with direct bearing on the art/architecture/public-space rapport.  
In the 18th century, art began to be seen as a potent transformational agent able to mould the spirits, minds, 
morality and emotions of a broader audience – in a nutshell, it acquired a significant educational dimension for the 
population at large.  This view effectively shaped the modern art museums and galleries as spaces of spiritual and 
intellectual improvement, spaces which were ritualistic (programmed for the veneration of the past and/or artistic 
genius), liminal (offering the possibility to step outside ordinary time and place), and scripted (the experience is 
structured beforehand, the visitor following a prescribed route). The public space in immediate connection with the 
museum and the gallery – square, plaza, park, or simply a stretch of sidewalk – took on a more diluted version of 
these characteristics, with two immediate effects, which can still be discerned in contemporary design approaches to 
these spaces: firstly, they are conceived as a preamble to the museum/gallery experience (introspective, reverent, 
respectful, receptive, etc.), and are therefore defensible from a number of social interactions otherwise permissible 
in public spaces; secondly, public spaces unattached to museums or galleries but graced by the presence of works of 
art have gradually begun to be conceived and engaged with under the same set of rules. The overall result, which 
endures to this very day, is a sanitization of the public space cum artwork, especially considering that, most of the 
time, both art and built setting for art are embodiments of what is culturally meaningful and significant from the 
official point of view of power structures (political, economical, etc.) 
During the 19th century, the birth of the museum audience - in connection with the emerging concepts of free 
time and tourism for the average citizen - and the subsequent increase in the popularity of Europe’s finest 
establishments for the appreciation of art lead to another interesting development: the cultural profile of a city now 
became linked with (and measurable through) the number, international fame and artistic patrimony of its museums 
and galleries. Briefly put, this shift represented, in nuce, the idea of city branding through culture – later to become 
the avatar of urban regeneration strategies of the 20th and 21st centuries.  
Another significant change occurred at the beginning of the 20th century, when the aesthetic museum, an ideal 
strongly advocated by the American cultural elite, came to supplant that of the educational museum. Works of art, 
once displayed in museum, were supposed to be engaged with as things of aesthetic merit. The space of the museum 
had to facilitate the immersion of the viewer, his absorption in the private dimensions of each artwork, and this 
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called for the blankness of the architectural canvas on which art was displayed, and increased distances between 
separate artworks – demands which went hand in hand with the modernist quest for a pure, rational and 
geometrically honest architectural expression. Experiencing art, however, shifted away from the social, and became 
an increasingly introspective experience. To some extent, it still is, even when the artwork in question adorns a 
public place and is meant to entice the public and enhance social interaction. 
The 1980s saw the advent of public art as a profession in the service of urban development, a hybrid form at the 
intersection of sculpture, painting, photography and architecture which had, paradoxically, little to do with actual 
artistic pursuits, and more in common with urban amenities or development policies. Late 20th century and early 21st 
century public art is an institutionalized, professional endeavour, and dependent on a series of decisional factors 
(governmental or corporate juries, agencies, funding, etc.) which tend to push it towards a cautious, ecumenical, 
officially approvable and relevant expression. Moreover, public art was delegated as the motor behind city 
regeneration, called upon to solve any number of urban problems from the necessary regeneration of peripheral 
neighbourhoods to forging city-wide, cultural identities. Apparently, a great opportunity for the proliferation of art at 
an unprecedented urban scale; in reality, this reboot of public art was an instrument of top-down, official policies, 
and therefore geared towards producing elite images of the city, presenting selective versions of the events or ideas 
they portrayed. As will be discussed below, this change had a tremendous impact for the intended audience of public 
art, oftentimes misrepresented and precluded from actively participating in fashioning images relevant to the city.    
3. Three hypostases – three case studies 
3.1. Architecture asbuilt backdrop for showcasing art – Trafalgar Square 
Part of a larger masterplan initiated in the mid 1990s, “World Squares for all”, Foster’s redevelopment of 
Trafalgar Square was finished in 2003, after a lengthy period of studies, consultations and planning, which took into 
account not only the requirements and concerns of authorities and public organizations, but also those of thousands 
of Londoners. At first glance, Foster’s plan for the square might appear basic, functional and unassuming: diverting 
traffic away from the north side of the square, installing a staircase linking the square and the National Gallery, and 
a set of minor, subtle architectural touches – pavements, unobtrusive glass boxes housing lifts and platforms for the 
disabled, and new urban fixtures and furniture. The actual stakes of the project, however, were significantly higher, 
and its impact was considerable: not only did it pedestrianize the entire square (by creating a broad terrace in front 
of the National Gallery, accessible via the aforementioned staircase) and provide it with necessary amenities and 
facilities (café, public restrooms, etc.) but it reinstated Trafalgar’s vocation as a public, civic space, and as a space 
for the making and viewing of art.  
The initial design of the square (Sir Charles Barry, 1849) and the buildings hemming it (the National Gallery, 
Canada House, Africa House, St Martin’s in the Field Church) formed a cohesive, coherent ensemble of neo-
classical architecture. By converting the street passing in front of the National Gallery into an exclusively pedestrian 
terrace (a physical link with an art museum) preceded by a staircase reminiscent of arena stands, Foster’s 
intervention made the entire square scenic, induced the expectation of a future art show, event or display. Since the 
intervention, Trafalgar Square has become a hotspot for public art events, but also for the exercise of civic rights and 
duties. The neo-classical façades were re-cast in a double role: that of built backdrop for the temporary artistic 
installations or manifestations which regularly take place in the square, and that of icons of the artistic merits of 
historical architectural styles.   
Foster’s redevelopment of Trafalgar Square is a very clever example of using architecture as a backdrop for art 
displays in order to create truly successful public places, through minimal – and borderline modest – interventions 
which pull together a structured, built environment. The most important feature, however, is that the new  
development doesn’t superimpose a certain conceptualized, rigid meaning on the square, but gives the public free 
rein when it comes to continuous meaning creation, social practices and the making and consumption of art. 
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3.2. Architecture asobject of art – Gehry’s Bilbao 
Brâcuúi once said that architecture was nothing more than inhabited sculpture. Other artists have likened 
architecture with frozen variations of music and dance. Frank Gehry’s spectacular Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao 
is all of the above, and a perfect illustration of architectural aspirations to manners of expression normally associated 
with art objects on a smaller scale (sculpturality, a dominance of abstract beauty over functionality) or performative 
art (fluidity of motion, sequentiality, narrativity, etc.).  
Gehry’s museum has tremendous visual impact and is highly evocative for the psyche of the viewer, calling to 
mind a fantastic ship with wind-blown sails or a surreal fish with scintillating, titanium scales. This is a prime 
example of architecture as a potent work of art on an urban scale, whose impact has been used in urban 
redevelopment strategies world-wide. Bilbao was only the third choice of a city on the Guggenheim Committee list 
for a new museum, but one in desperate need of a core able to generate sustainable development: a sculptural, 
signature piece of architecture. Built on the waterfront of the polluted Nervion river, in a mostly industrial storage 
area, the museum was an instant hit, gaining both the critical acclaim of architects and art critics alike, and the 
wholehearted appreciation of museum goers, locals and tourists.  
The relevance of the Guggenheim Bilbao lies in three main reasons: the sculptural force of its imagery (as an 
autonomous art object whose aesthetic value derives from being read as art first, and architecture, second), the 
potency of its iconic status (designed by a (st)architect for the recreation of Bilbao’s identity as a cultural hotspot) 
and its crucial role in sparking off the reshaping of the city. In a way, this type of architecture – a work of art 
containing other works of art – is the next step in the expansion of museum space (with its aforementioned qualities 
– ritualism, liminality, structurality) towards the city: the aura of architectural objects read as artworks suffuses the 
urban context they are built in with the attributes of museal space. The result, in Bilbao’s case, is a city with a new, 
vibrant cultural identity and a considerable renewable resource for further development.  
Nevertheless, it should be noted that Guggenheim Bilbao is the result of a sequence of fortunate events, and that 
its success isn’t replicable a as recipe for urban regeneration, especially when prescribed by political or economical 
will. The mechanism of top-down urban development policies all too often appropriates art (or architecture 
expressed as artistic object) in order to shape relevant, meaningful and popular public spaces. These operations often 
disregard the public, or tend to brush aside the huge difference between the city of the official minorities (best 
served and represented by a certain kind of official, sanitized, idealized expression of what the city strives to be) and 
the city of the majority - the public (as it is lived, experienced and portrayed by that majority). In order for urban 
development through art to be successful, these disparate images have to inform each other, to intersect, at least on 
some level, and the scene of public art and art itself have to be malleable enough to accommodate multiple meanings 
– both official (institutional), and individual (or collective), shapeable through varied social and spatial practices. 
3.3. Architecture as built environment reclaimed and enhanced by art – Greyworld 
Since the 1980s, public art has been relied on to help solve a series of urban issues, and has proved itself a 
remarkable resource in urban regeneration and development operations both grand and small. Over the last two 
decades, however, public art (at least, public art which is officially endorsed) has veered towards what Virilio has 
coined as an aesthetics of disappearance, the steady erosion of the body and human presence from public space. 
Elite images of the city, expressed through art, are idealized, commodified, sanitized, and extremely selective 
versions of actual city life. Although rife with historical references or abounding with contemporary representations 
of a vibrant, affluent sort of multiculturality, these images seldom allow for the active presence of the inhabitants, of 
the people who make daily use of public spaces. The type of public art which is based on the notion that meaning is 
not immanent to built form (artistic, architectural or urban), but is performative and continually constructed, is 
mostly connected with smaller interventions, such as the regeneration of peripheral neighbourhoods or the creation 
of community spaces. In this case, art is a valuable tool for reclaiming and enhancing derelict built environments, 
especially if it is conceived so as to entice the inhabitants to engage and reconnect with these spaces.      
566   Georgica˘ Mitrache /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  51 ( 2012 )  562 – 566 
The art group Greyworld specializes in works of art focused on creating reactions, interactions and social 
engagement from their viewers, rather than displaying artistic prowess. In 2000, Greyworld transformed Dublin’s 
Millennium Bridge from a drab, strictly functional means across a body of water into one of the city’s most popular 
promenade and rendezvous points by decorating it with a blue carpet equipped with motion, speed and pressure 
sensors. As people walked across the bridge, the sensors transmitted data to a computer whose algorithm-controlled 
feedback consisted of various sound effects: walking through puddles of water, snow, on gravel, leaves, etc. The 
blue rug converted the bridge into a highly interactive soundscape which the passers-by could manipulate by varying 
their gait. Another example of public works of art which turned featureless spaces into truly public places simply by 
offering opportunities for meaningful spatial practices was Greyworld’s Railings (1996), a project which hijacked 
several segments of public space railings in Paris, and tuned the bars so that they played “The Girl from Ipanema” 
when people would run their sticks or umbrellas against them. These minor, often temporary interventions, always 
designed to be as engaging as possible and set up as links between people and anodyne built spaces, are extremely 
viable, feasible and cost-conscious ways to recover featureless urban spaces and put them on the map as public 
spaces. 
4. In lieu of conclusions – principles for art-based public space development in Central-Eastern Europe 
In Central-Eastern Europe, the spatial imprint of many cities (such as Sofia, Bucharest and Warsaw) was 
significantly altered in the second half of the 20th century by communist ideology, which required a certain 
architectural and urban expression (emphatic, monumental, symmetrical, reliant on the opulence of reinterpreted 
neo-classical styles), and by the housing crisis which arose in the wake the post-industrial city population increase 
and WWII devastation (resolved through the construction of extensive high-rise apartment blocks in functionalist 
urban layouts). In addition to historically developed public spaces (which are now valued and protected as such, and 
subject to strict urban protection regulations), these changes to the urban fabric of the city wrought two new types of 
public spaces which prove to be quite problematic in the post-socialist development of these cities: the monumental 
city civic centres and squares (connected to the buildings housing state institutions), and the ‘public spaces’ of the 
high-rise apartment blocks. Without delving into a too detailed account of the many dysfunctionalities of both types 
of public spaces, their key issue is the fact that they aren’t actually public – at least, not in terms of creating and 
sustaining user participation and varied social interactions.   
In the past ten years, various strategies of recovering these spaces have been explored, including their 
enhancement through art, although it’s usually a case of too little, too cautiously, too prescriptively rigorous. This 
approach stems from the high inertia of 50 years’ worth of top-down urban transformation strategies and practices 
reliant on a ‘scientific’, quantifiable understanding of the urban population and their needs. Despite the best 
intentions of all those involved, the resulting public spaces (new or restructured) are rigidly coded in built form and 
intended meaning, resistant to change and almost sterile in a way which discourages potential users. 
Based on the examples analyzed above, a four-point strategy of urban space recovery through art (and minimal 
architectural intervention, since not all cities can afford their own Guggenheim) should include: a clearly defined 
development goal (outlined with intended user participation); special attention paid to the balance between intended, 
abstract meaning (as dictated by a necessity for an official image which is then interpreted by artists) and the 
possibility for multiple, constructed meanings; a realistic, careful assessment of the urban investment’s scale, range, 
duration, intended scope and financial means; finally, continuous monitoring of the resulting spaces’ success as 
places of public, social interaction, and planned, flexible responses to counter poor performance. 
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